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Senator Claude D. Pepper:
Advocate of Aid to the Allies, 1939-1941
by Joan E. Denman
s a junior United States Senator from Florida during
1939-1941, Claude Denson Pepper was one of the most
ocal advocates of conscription and aid to France and
Britain. Having seen Adolph Hitler's influence and popularity firsthand in 1938, he realized the threat that Nazi Germany presented
to the European continent, Great Britain, and possibly the United
States. Throughout 1939 and 1940, he spoke of the need for preparedness and became increasingly outspoken as the conflict in
Europe intensified. With the help of presidential advisor Benjamin
V. Cohen, he drafted two Senate bills for aid to the Allies in May
1940. Although they failed, both resolutions heightened debate
and support for aid, later resulting in the Lend-Lease Act of early
1941. Pepper's aggressiveness in promoting his beliefs brought
public attention to interventionist ideas and conscription. When,
in August 1940, the Congress of American Mothers, a coalition of
right-wing women, hanged him in effigy, Pepper's climb into the
national spotlight was complete.
Although Pepper was not the only promoter of aid to the
Allies, he was one of the more outspoken. Except for a chapter in
a little known book published in 1946, studies written since the war
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years have usually downplayed or simply ignored his efforts.' This
essay attempts to correct that record.
A lawyer and former Florida legislator when he filled the unexpired term of Senator Duncan U. Fletcher after Fletcher's death in
1936, Pepper quickly gained notice.* Defylng tradition by speaking on the Senate floor as a freshman in mid-1937, the new senator caught the attention of his colleagues and the media with
vigorous advocacy of liberalism and support of President Franklin
D. Roosevelt. Described as "a stocky, black-haired young man
whose earnest, grey-eyed face [was] disfigured by pockmarks,"
Pepper's support of reforrn measures came at a time when economic recovery in the United States had stalled. Insufficient
improvement from New Deal measures, nationwide unemployment at about ten million, dissatisfaction with F.D.R.'s failed
attempt to restructure or "pack" the Supreme Court, and strong
Impressed with Pepper, the presisolationist sentiment pre~ailed.~
ident backed this New Deal supporter's candidacy for a full term
in 1938.' Time magazine, covering the senatorial race between
Pepper, former Florida Governor David Sholtz, and
Representative James Mark Wilcox, quoted the president's son,
James Roosevelt: "'It is our sincere hope' that Pepper [will be]
reelected." The Miami Herald likewise quoted the younger
1.

2.

3.
4.

Francis P. Locke, "Claude D. Pepper: Champion of the Belligerent
Democracy," in Public Men In and Out of Ofice, ed. J.T. Salter (Chapel Hill,
N.C., 1946), 257-75; Wayne Cole, Roosmelt and the Isolationists (Lincoln, Neb.,
1983); Warren E. Kimball, T;hc Most Unsordid Act: Lend-Lease, 19391941
(Baltimore, Md., 1969); Robert A. Divine, Reluctant Belligerent: American Entry
Into W d War 11 (New York, 1979); Commander William H. Langenberg,
"Destroyers for Naval Bases: Highlights of an Unprecedented Trade," Naval
War CoUege Reuieu 22 (May 1970): 80-92; William L. Langer and S. Everett
Gleason, Undeclured War: 1940-1941 (New York, 1953);Justus D. Doenecke,
Storm on the Horium: The Challenge to American Intervention, 19391941 (Lanham,
Md., 2000).
Claude Pepper, Eyewitness to a Century (San Diego, 1987);Alexander Rudolph
Stoesen, "The Senatorial Career of Claude D. Pepper" (Ph.D. diss., University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1964), 390; Ric Kabat, "From New Deal to
Red Scare: The Political Odyssey of Senator Claude D. Pepper" (Ph.D. diss.,
Florida State University, 1995). While extensive, these two dissertations only
cover Pepper's senatorial years.
Stoesen, "Senatorial Career of Claude Pepper," 65, 68; Time, 2 May 1938, 10.
Pepper, Eyewitness to a Century, 59. In his memoirs, the senator recalled a 23
February 1937 meeting in which F.D.R promised help in his 1938 election
and with the cross-Florida ship canal in exchange for Pepper's support of the
president's court-packing proposal. Although ultimately Pepper voted against
the court plan, he did receive help on the election and the Florida canal. For
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Roosevelt about Pepper having "been loyal to the Administration."
In fact, Time magazine featured the senator on its 8 May 1938 cover
as "a Florida fighting-cock [who] will be a White House weathervane." In a shorter follow-up article, Time announced Pepper's victory, noting that his election along with other those of other
~
Democrats indicated Roosevelt's popularity was r i ~ i n g .Returning
to Washington, Pepper turned his attention to the developing crisis abroad.
The 1930s witnessed increasing aggressiveness as Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, fascist Italy dominated Ethiopia by 1935,
and fascists won the Civil War in Spain. In Germany, Adolph
Hitler gained control in 1933 as Fuhrer, and his escalating power
and significant popularity became evident. Having rebuilt his
country's army and air force in violation of the surrender terms of
the Versailles Treaty of 1919, he remilitarized the Rhineland in
1936, an additional violation. In March 1938, he annexed Austria,
and in early fall, he threatened reclamation of other lands lost following Germany's defeat in World War I. Preferring appeasement,
Britain, France, and other European nations watched uneasily the
increasing strength of Germany, while most Americans were either
unwomed or oblivious.
Mindful of Germany's rearmament, Claude Pepper and his
wife Mildred visited Britain and the European continent in August
1938. As a new member of the Foreign Relations Committee, he
had the privilege of representing the Senate at the thirty-fourth
meeting of the Inter-Parliamentary Union at The Hague,
Netherlands. Before the conference, the Peppers did some sightseeing. They arrived in Britain as Hitler demanded the autonomy
of Sudeten Germans in Czechoslovakia. Concerned with
Germany's belligerence and wanting more information about
European af'fairs, Pepper consulted with various diplomats and
advisers, including U.S. Ambassador to England Joseph Kennedy,

5.

over a year, Pepper fought hard for the canal, but it was defeated in May 1939
for being extremely expensive. Attempts to resurrect it in 1940 were unsuccessEul as it would have taken too long for construction and would have diverted supplies and labor from other important defensive projects; see Alexander
R. Stoesen, "Claude Pepper and the Florida Canal Controversy," Florida
Historical Qwrterly 50 (January 1972): 235-51.
Time , 2 May 1938, 12; Stoesen, "Senatorial Career of Claude Pepper," 94;
Time, 30 May 1938, cover, 7. In Pepper, Eyewitness to a Centu~,70, Pepper
recalled attending a meeting with James Roosevelt and presidential adviser
Harry Hopkins on the issue.
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and financier and presidential advisor, Bernard Baruch. Baruch
believed that neither France nor Britain had the necessary
resources for war and that the economic situation would worsen.
Also, he felt that the president had not consulted him much but
was listening instead to Thomas Corcoran, Benjamin V. Cohen,
and others. Kennedy, was equally pessimistic about the Allies'
chances against the Nazis, preferring the existing appeasement
policy of British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlaim6
After the meeting at The Hague, the Peppers traveled to
Germany where they witnessed an obvious military buildup with
numerous soldiers, guns, and vehicles in prominent view. In
Berlin, the senator met with Hugh Wilson, U.S. Ambassador to
Germany. Although he knew of the Nuremberg Laws of 1935
against the Jews, it is unclear how much Pepper saw or learned
from Wilson about the oppression ofJews and others. Still, he stated that denial of people's rights and incarceration had "no justification." The couple accompanied the ambassador to Nuremberg,
where Pepper noted every place "literally bathed in swastika flags"
and listened as Hitler addressed a crowd of 120,000. A few days
later, he and Mildred dined within a few feet of the Fuhrer, providing the senator a close-up impression of the dictator. Additionally,
the tour of Germany afforded Pepper several meetings with various military men and industrialists who bragged about their country's growing strengths and the approaching possibility of
extensive synthetic gasoline production. Even while witnessing
this obvious military buildup, Pepper was "inclin[ed] not to agree
to [the United States] getting into so-called political disputes of
Europe." He wrote that Chamberlain was meeting Hitler and lauded the prime minister's 'brave effort to avoid war."7

6

Stoesen, "SenatorialCareer of Claude Pepper," 90; Claude D. Pepper, Personal

Diay, 16 August 1938, Series 439, Box 1, Folder 2, Claude Pepper Papers,

7.

Claude Pepper Library, Florida State University Libraries, Tallahassee. While
a law clerk to Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, Ben Cohen had gained
notice for his legislative draftsman's capabilities. He and Tom Corcoran, an
aide to Chief Justice Holmes, became known for "resolving knotty governmental problems." By 1935, both had key roles in the Roosevelt adrninistration's New Deal; see William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. RooseveZt and the
Neru Deal, 1932-40 (New York, 1963), 49; Ronald Steel, W a kLi@mann and the
American Centuy (Boston, 1980), 368-69.
PersmtalDia7y, 1,2,5,7,13,15 September 1938. In a 3 September 1938 meeting with aviation General Udit, Pepper heard a report on air superiority. He
met with industrialist Bernhard Berghaus on 4 September.
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The Peppers continued on to Rome where they conversed
with American Ambassador Wendell Phillips who believed strongly that the United States should voice opinion on the "great moral
issuew:the persecution of the Jews. Pepper agreed with Phillips
that the U.S. "should mind [it's] business and trade with everybody." Italian dictator Benito Mussolini refused the senator's
request for a meeting. When the Peppers headed for Paris on 25
September, they were met by U.S. Ambassador to France William
Bullitt who warned that Germany's intentions to overtake the
Sudetenland were imminent. They left for England that same
night.8
In London, Pepper discussed the looming prospect of war
with Ambassador Kennedy, who suggested he cable President
Roosevelt requesting ships for Americans fleeing Europe. He
observed Londoners' war preparations: ditches being dug in city
parks, civilians acquiring gas masks, children being evacuated from
the city. On 28 September, while at Parliament, he learned of the
meeting between Chamberlain, French Premier Edouard
Daladier, Hitler, and Mussolini. Without consulting the
Czechoslovakian government, the foursome signed the Munich
Agreement giving Germany the Sudetenland. Many hailed
Chamberlain as a hero for appeasing the Nazis and preventing
war.
The senator feared the agreement would not last and
described Hitler as "a remarkable man although much of a deviLwg
Meanwhile, the Peppers left for home, relieved the crisis had
passed.
A New Ymk Times article related that the liner on which the
Peppers traveled carried four hundred Jewish refugees from
Germany. In his comments to the press, Pepper neglected mentioning them, and instead appeared relieved with his own safe
arriva1.l0 In Washington, D.C., he reported to Roosevelt his

8. Ibid., 21,25,28 September 19%.
9. Ibid., 27, 28 September, 3 October 1958.
10. Nau Y& Times,9 October 19%. Pepper neglected mentioning the plight of
the Jews in his diary. Then, the following month, he offered no comment on
KristaIIwht. This seems odd that he did not mention the persecution of the
Jews more in his diary, given his contacts with variousJews in the administration and as friends. The reasons may be that he knew his diary would be read
by others who might be less sympathetic or that his comments might appear
in opposition to official administration policy.
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impressions and apprehensions. During the remainder of 1938
and throughout 1939, he traveled around the United States speaking on the threat Hitler's regime presented and the need for
defensive preparedness. l1
Roosevelt addressed Congress in January 1939, discussing
how the expansionism of Germany, Italy, and Japan threatened
American security. He suggested that 'methods short of war"
might limit aggressor tendencies and that existing U.S. neutrality
laws might "actually give aid to an aggressor and deny it to a
victim." Germany defied the Munich Agreement and invaded
the remainder of Czechoslovakia in March, a belligerent act
that alarmed Pepper and others who demanded amendment of
the Neutrality Acts to allow the purchase of American armaments
by Britain and France. The neutrality laws of the mid-1930s
had been enacted to limit trade to belligerent nations in an
effort to prevent U.S. involvement in another war. Now, Gallup
polls showed that two-thirds of the public favored Britain and
France purchasing food and war materials. Still, Congress, and
the Senate in particular, preferred isolationism and noninvolvement.12
Tension in Europe increased when Germany signed a nonaggression agreement with the Soviet Union in late August 1939.
The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact allowed a German invasion of
Poland without fear of Russian retaliation; in exchange, the
Soviets received a partition of Polish land. The action stunned
Allied countries who had hoped Russia's strength would deter
Nazi encroachment. Under the terms of the 193'7 Anglo-Polish
treaty, England and France were obligated to defend Poland in
the event of attack, the likelihood of which was becoming
more apparent. Pepper, in the hospital recovering from
surgery, noted on 30 August that "war suspense has nearly numbed
eveVone."l3
On 1 September 1939, the Germans stormed Poland in a
blitzkrieg or "lightning war." England and France declared war

11. Personul Diary, 12 October 1938; Claude Pepper to Graham Bickley, 9
December 1938, Series 431A, Box 2, Folder 38, Claude Pepper Papers.
12. David L. Porter, T h SAIm&Sixth Crmgress and World War I1 (Columbia, Mo.,
1979), 21, 33.
13. Personal DMry, 30 August 1939, Series 439, Box 1, Folder 3, Claude Pepper
Papers.
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against Germany two days later. By the end of the month Poland
surrendered.
Reaction in the United States varied. Isolationists maintained their non-involvement stance, and communists and
conservatives agreed. Pepper found himself among the 50
percent of the American public who in early September
approved changing the neutrality laws and allowing the
purchase of war materials by Britain and France. In southern
states, including Florida, there was less opposition to aiding
European Allies: over 90 percent of the southern white
population was of Anglo-Saxon descent. As one historian
claimed, "Bundles to Britain was more than a generous
gesture." On 15 September, the senator discussed "cash and
carry," a method whereby Britain would pay for armaments
and transport goods on its ships, avoiding the use of American
shipping. He believed this would not only assist the Allies
and keep Americans out of the war but also boost commerce in
the states.14
As tensions heightened, President Roosevelt called a special
session of Congress on 21 September to discuss the war situation.
Less than a week later, Pepper defined his own stance: he was not
an isolationist if by being so meant uncaring and disinterested
while "bloody Hitlerism baptizes the earth. . . . I say, ifAmerica
does not sell her goods, the carnage of war will spread." Hoping
to push forward a new neutrality bill, he met separately with
Foreign Relations Committee members, presidential advisor
Benjamin V. Cohen, and Clark Eichelberger, director of the
American Union for Concerted Peace Efforts. After working with
newspaper publisher Charles E. Marsh, the senator submitted a

14. Divine, Reluctant BeUigwent, 290; Marian D. Irish, "Foreign Policy and the
South," Journal of Politics 10 (May 1948): 311; Pmonal &a?, 15 September
1939. See Hadley Cantril, ed., Public Optnion 1935-1946 (Princeton, N.J.,
1951), 970-73 for polls taken during 1940. Other factors suggested for the
South's support of aid include its high quota of military schools and its strong
backing for the Democratic Party. Although foreign exports of agricultural
products decreased after the war began, federal money increased in 1940 and
throughout the war years for defense plants, shipbuilding,and military bases.
One author proposes that religious fundamentalists saw the coming battle as
between good and evil and therefore supported aid and eventually intervention; Wayne S. Cole, "America First and the South, 1940-41," Journal of
Southern Histmy 22 (Februaly 1956): 36-47; Alexander DeConde, "The South
and Isolationism,"Jrnnutl of h t h History, 24 (August 1958): 332-46.
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statement on the crisis for Universal Newsreel on 1 October
1939.15
Throughout the month, Pepper kept busy with speeches soliciting support for the new neutrality bill being debated in the
Senate. Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee Senator
Key Pittman of Nevada had introduced a bill favoring two major
changes to existing law. One removed the arms embargo, placing
all commerce on a "cash-andcarry" basis and eliminating the distinction between munitions and non-war materials. The second
change authorized presidential closure of certain combat zones to
American ships and citizens, thereby lessening the chances of
provocative incidents. Some senators, like Pepper, favored d i s
carding the arms embargo, arguing that national defense would be
served by aiding other countries. Intense isolationists, like
Senators William E. Borah of Idaho and Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. of
Massachusetts, supported non-involvement in European affairs
and the ban on munition sales to warring nations. Pepper
deplored those members of Congress who wanted "to wait and
wish" the United States could avoid involvement.16 Agreement on
revisions, however, was not reached until November, just before
the Russians attacked Finland.
The Soviet Union's assault aroused Americans, who declared
their sympathy with the Finns by 88 percent. Although favoring
economic assistance, the public split over the issue of sending
armaments. As 1940 opened, Pepper continued making speeches
on neutrality and the necessity of preparedness. In a 14January

15. Speech, 26 September 1939, Series 203B, Box 10, Folder 9, Claude Pepper
,
September 1939. Tom Corcoran, Benjamin V.
Papers; Personal D i a ~21-26
Cohen, and Charles E. Marsh served as frequent advisors to the senator.
Corcoran knew Pepper from their years at Harvard Law School, and with
F.D.R.'s backing, he raised money for Pepper's 1938 Senate race. Pepper
referred to Corcoran as 'Tommy the Cork." Marsh owned numerous Texas
and Florida newspapers, including the Orlando M m i n g Sentinel, and the senator used his help occasionally in making newsworthy statements and speeches; see Pepper, Eymit~s to a Centuty, 27, 118; Charles Marsh to Claude D.
Pepper, 25 September 1939, Series 431A, Box 4, Folder 6, Claude Pepper
Papers.
16. Claude Pepper, "Neutrality," speech presented to the American Forum of the
Air, Mutual Broadcast System, 15 October 1939, Series 203B, Box 1, Folder
13, Claude Pepper Papers; PersonalDiaty, 10,15,18 September,8,15 October
1939; Robert A. Divine, IUmion of Neutrality (Chicago, 1962), 312-18; Claude
Pepper to the Honorable John W. Cabot, U.S. Legation in Guatemala, 8
October 1939, Series 4314 Box 3, Folder 3, Claude Pepper Papers.
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speech to the American Jewish Congress, he referred to the "mass
murder and mass robbery of millions," and how slaughter and ransacking affected every nation. Although the public supported the
president in carrying out the country's duty as a world citizen, the
United States refused involvement in Europe's "petty" quarrels.17
In April 1940, as they were interning Jews in Germany and
Poland, the Germans invaded Denmark and Norway. They swept
into Holland, Luxembourg, and Belgium in early May. Extensive
newspaper coverage in the United States alarmed Pepper, and on
10 May he wrote of the necessity of speaking out more frequently,
exclaiming that "we need a Cato to rise every day!" Although
Roosevelt addressed Congress on 16 May, Pepper feared the
nation's inaction would prove harmful and eveqone would regret
their wishful thinking and unpreparedness. On 20 May 1940, he
met with Charles Marsh to work on a senate speech. During the
meeting, Ben Cohen called, inquiring about Pepper's "informal"
comments to reporters about how the U.S. could send planes to
Britain. Cohen then encouraged Pepper to introduce "a resolution authorizing the sale of airplanes belonging to our armed
forces to the Allies without imperilling [sic] our national defense,
to be replaced by new craft being built for such powers, if [the]
President thought necessary. Such a gesture would raise British
and French and Allied morale and maybe hold Mussolini out of
the war for the time being due to his fear we [are] about to get
in."18
Seeking presidential approval, on 21 May, Senator Pepper
called Marguerite "Missy* LeHand, F.D.R.'s personal secretary,
and read his resolution, saying he would enter it at noon unless
Roosevelt called. Receiving no response, he introduced Senate

17. Porter, Seoen+ixth Congress and World War II, 192; Claude Pepper, "The
European Non-Intervention Issue," speech presented to the American Jewish
Congress at the Astor Hotel in New York, 14 January 1940, Series 203B,
BoxlA, Folder 1, Claude Pepper Papers. During the previous May and June
(1939), Pepper did not make public comments regarding the tragedy of the
S.S. St. Louis. The 937Jewish refugees the ship was carryingwere denied entry
to Havana, Cuba, although they had been promised visas by Cuba. The U.S.
government refused involvement, and eventually the ship and its refugees
were forced to return to Europe; see Barry J. Konovitch, "The F i e t h
Anniversary of the St, Louk What Really Happened," A&an
Jewish Histmy
79 (winter 19841990): 209209.
18. PersondDiay, 10,16,20 May 1940, Series 439, Box 1, Folder 4, Claude Pepper
Papers; Pepper, E y a u i t w to a Century, 96.
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Joint Resolution 259, "authorizing conditional sales of aircraft by
the President of the United States" and referred it to the Foreign
Relations Committee. Just told of the capture of the Ninth French
Army and the town of Abbeville, which placed German troops
within fifteen miles of the English Channel, Pepper appealed to
his fellow senators "that the next few hours" were critical. "The
best way to assure our national defense" is by stopping Hitler, he
declared; "The war must be kept over there."lg
During Foreign Relation Committee hearings the following
day, Pepper debated in "sharp colloquy" with Senator Hiram
Johnson of California, but received no support and saw his resolution tabled. Undeterred, two days later, he took the Senate floor
and lambasted critics who claimed the resolution would violate
international law. "Can Hitler, who has raped every sentiment of
civilization, claim the benefit of international law?" he queried his
peers. Maintaining that Hitler's actions "trampled under ruthless
feet" all international laws, he proclaimed the appeasement policies of British Prime Minister Chamberlain failures and warned
that Hitler's designs on world domination were being realized.
"Not a nation which has come within the reach of his ravenous
appetite has been spared," he declared. To those who claimed no
money could be lent under the existing Johnson Act to any ally
who had not repaid war debts from World War I, Pepper wondered
"at whom the finger of absolute justice is going to point when it
writes in blood the responsibility for the death and suffering that
is going on today in the world." If Hitler were stopped, that "braggadocio and purchaseable" [sic] Mussolini and the "swashbuckling" Japanese would cease to be a threat. He continued, arguing
that "the battle of Armageddon wages and America is virtually a
timid spectator almost afraid to utter a manly sentiment because it
might make Hitler angry." His forceful and colorful speech
received applause from the Senate gallery and afterwards was commended by conscription supporter, Senator Edward R. Burke of
Nebraska.*O
19. Personu1 DMty, 21 May 1940; Congress, Senate, Senator Pepper of Florida
speaking for theJoint Resolution Authorizing Conditional Sales of Aircraft by
the President to Certain Foreign Governments, S.J. Res. 259,76th Cong., 3rd
sess., Congwsiol.lal Record 86, pt. 6 (21 May 1940): 6474.
20. P m a l Bury, 22, 23 May 1940; Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on the
Naval Expansion Program, 76th Cong., 3rd sess., Congressional Recmd 86, pt. 7
(3June 1940): 670910.
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Having worked with Cohen and Marsh that evening on a new
resolution, Pepper introduced Senate Joint Resolution 263 the
next morning. His brief introduction defended selling planes,
ships, and artillery equipment to the Allies as justified legal action
"short of war." His Senate peers remained focused on non-warrelated matters, however.*l Still, Pepper was hopeful; when he
spoke on NBC radio, he received numerous supportive calls and
believed "the sentiment is coming that way beyond doubt." By 27
May, he found a "mess of telephones and letters on my speech.
Little opposition. Tide coming in." He further promoted his ideas
in a newsreel statement on 28 May.P2
Pepper, however, overlooked the opposition he received from
some of the major newspapers in Florida. A 21 May editorial in
Jacksonville's FZorida Times Union pleaded for calm and for a "sane"
analysis of the situation. The editors believed that "the war of
today is but an episode in world history . . . and the time has not
yet arrived to fight." They advocated preparedness for the U.S. but
not the sending of arms to the Allies. Editors at the Miami Herald
agreed, stating that the "moment those [Neutrality] acts are
repealed we will be in the war"; and, while not mentioning the senator by name, the paper advised readers "to shut [their] ears to
propaganda." Furthermore, the editors worried that Pepper's
speeches "border[ed] on outright harangues for actual war."23
While out of favor with some constituents, chastised by some
Florida newspapers, and ignored by his Senate colleagues, Pepper
still garnered favorable notice elsewhere. In Raymond Clapper's
25 May column in the Washington DaiZy News entitled "War Trial
Balloon," the reporter painted Pepper as a favorite in administration circles who "stopped just short of calling for a declaration of

21. Senator Pepper of Florida speaking for the Joint Resolution for Aid Short of
War to Certain Foreign Governments, S.J. Res. 263, 76h Cong., 3rd sess.,
CongressionalRecord 86, pt. 6 (24 May 1940): 6769-70; Washington Daily Naus,
25 May 1940.
22. Diary, 25,27,28 May 1940. In late May, the Kiwanis Club of West Palm Beach,
Fla., sent Pepper a resolution supporting the President's defense plan; see
Claude Pepper to Gen. Edwin Watson, Secretary to the President, 28 May
1940, President's Personal File, W335, Box 5, Folder K, Franklin D. Roosevelt
Library, Hyde Park, N.Y.
23. Flmidrr Times Union (Jacksonville),21 May 1940; Miami Herald, 25 May, 4 June
1940.
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war against Germany." Clapper suggested Pepper's efforts were
based upon the belief that the American public was ahead of his
unsupportive Congressional colleagues and thought he merited
watching. Another columnist, Radford Mobley, voiced similar
observations that the senator was a mouthpiece for the president.
Apparently, Pepper was privy to some "inside" information
because he claimed that Italy planned to enter the war within ten
daysP4 Meanwhile, French and British troops retreated to
Dunkirk beaches and evacuated to Britain. Defeat of France by
Germany appeared imminent.
Continuing his campaign, Pepper met with the president on 1
June. Earlier in May, Pepper along with close presidential friend
and adviser Harry L. Hopkins and others had expressed their s u p
port for a third term for Roosevelt. Now, during his meeting with
the president, Pepper learned that FDR had not decided on his
vice-presidential selection and wanted someone knowledgeable on
the European situation. Also, Roosevelt suggested to Pepper that
he limit his Senate speeches to twenty minutes each day. Pepper
agreed that this unusual approach would be effective, but in reality he just could not limit speaking to such a brief amount of time.
The next evening, the senator consulted with Marsh, Cohen,
Senator James Byrnes of South Carolina, and well-known Herald
Tribune columnist Walter Lippmann on his resolution. In a 3June
Senate address, he quoted the New Yonk Times on the Gallup and
Princeton polls showing increased U.S. public support from 10
percent in September 1939 to a current 71 percent approval of aid
"short of war." Another poll revealed that 70 percent of
Southerners supported assisting England, even at the risk of war;
this was a higher percentage than any other region. Additionally,
Pepper claimed his office had received "several thousand letters"
from all over the country in support and phone calls from
"Colonel [Henry] Breckenridge, attorney for [aviator and popular
isolationist] Charles Lindbergh and ladies such as Mrs. Dwight

24. Washington Daily News,25 May 1940; Miami Herald, 2 June 1940. A 23 May
1940 poll confirmed Pepper's view as 65 percent supported the U.S.doing
"evewing possible to help England and France except go to war"; Cantril,
Public Opinion 1935-46,971.Also, Mobley claimed that some of Pepper's senatorial colleagues thought that "he might be recognized in 12 months as a
man bold enough to speak the truth."
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SENATOR
CLAUDE
D. PEPPER
133
Morrow," acting president of Smith College and Lindbergh's
mother-in-law.25
On 4 June, during debate on a bill for reorganization of the
Department of Navy, Pepper reminded everyone that the $3 million needed for a pneumonia-control program appeared unavailable because of funds recently appropriated for construction of
Navy and Army bases, new ships, and a buildup in response to
Hitler's aggression. Since taxpayers could ill afford this expansion,
why not aid the Allies and keep the war over in Europe and possibly defeat the Germans instead of spending scarce funds? Quoting
from Hitler's Mein KampJ he reiterated that he was not proposing
a declaration of war. But if Britain were defeated, Canada and the
Caribbean Islands would be next. He was not only concerned
about the nation but his state of Florida because of its close proximity to the Caribbean.26 He plead with Foreign Relations
Committee members, reading from Paris news reports that the
French Air Ministry thought five hundred American pursuit planes
could stop the looming German offensive against Paris. Yet, the
committee killed SenateJoint Resolution 263 in a vote of 19 to 2,
with only SenatorJoseph Guffey of Pennsylvania joining pepper.*'
After the defeat, Pepper chastised opponents by name in a
lengthy tirade on the Senate floor, before going to the White
House to meet with Harry Hopkins and British Foreign Service
25. Evening Star (Washington, D.C.) , 2 June 1940; Personal Dialy, 12, 13 May, 1, 2
June 1940; Steel, WalterLippmann, 389; Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on
the Naval Expansion Program, 76th Cong., 3rd sess., Congressional Record, 86,
pt. 7 (3June 1940): 7365; Cantril, Public Opinion 1935-1946,973. In his diary,
Pepper noted that he called Gallup to ask if they would conduct a poll regarding his resolution; Personal Diary, 31 May 1940.
26. Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on the Reorganization of the Navy
Department, 76th Cong., 3rd sess., Congressional Recmd 86, pt. 7 (4June 1940):
745S57. Floridians varied in their opinions of Pepper. In a 7 June 1940 letter to the Miami Herald, George Holland of Orlando claimed that people listening to Pepper in a news reel thought "the man hard] gone insane." One
writer referred to the senator as "that animated phonograph record in
Washington,"while another applauded his foresight; see T . k Weaver of Vero
Beach to the Miami HeraM Bill Booth of Miami Beach to the Miami Hep-ald,
both 12June 1940.
27. Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on the Army Promotion SystemConference Report, 76th Cong., 3rd sess., Congressional Record 86, pt. 7 (4June
1940): 7578; Evening Star, 5 June 1940. According to one historian, Pepper
admitted in an 6 March 1967 interview that he had been asked by the Senate
leadership not to press for a vote since a negative return would be seen as a
rejection of F.D.R; see Warren Kimball, The Most Urnordid Act, 46-47.
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officer Noel Coward. He urged Coward to encourage Prime
Minister Winston Churchill (who had assumed office when
Chamberlain stepped down 10 May 1940) to appeal directly to the
United States for aid, believing a direct plea would be favorably
received. During a June 6th debate on hastening the strengthening of America's defenses, Pepper offered concurrent Resolution
49 which called upon the president to "use the full authority which
he now has under existing laws to sell or transfer airplanes and
other war material" not presently needed by the United States.
After three hours on the Senate floor, Pepper discovered that
F.D.R. had agreed to what the resolution proposed, and extremely pleased, the senator proclaimed "sentiment how I have won.
Thousands of telegrams and letters . . . this fight has been thrilling.
An idea is a tremendous power."28
During these early days in June, Roosevelt exchanged messages with Mussolini advocating non-involvement in Germany's
battle with France. The president did not divulge his communications, but comments by Pepper were presumed to be a reflection
of F.D.R.'s position. On 5 June, the New York Times announced
that the senator was certain the president had made clear the consequences of Italian involvement, and if Mussolini declared war
"he [would] feel the sting of America's lash upon his body, and he
[would] crawl like a scourged slave to an ignoble dungeon and
spend eternity in penance for what he has done. . . .""
Pepper's threats notwithstanding, Italy declared war on Britain
and France on 10June 1940, proving correct Clapper's remarks on
Pepper's information. The senator heard that Paris had fallen on
14June. Heartsick, he noted "the tragedy of the democratic world.
Unthinkable [that] we should have thrown away the prizes of the
world. . . . 0 beautiful gay Paris-you [are] dead! When will you
ever be resurrected?" Although deeply depressed and resentful of

28. Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on the Army Promotion SystemConference Report, 7568; Personal Dkq,5, 6 June 1940; Senator Pepper of
Florida speaking for the Concurrent Resolution, S. Con. Res. 49, 76th Cong.,
3rd sess., Gmpsional Record 86, pt. 6 (6 June1940): 7649-50; Evening Star, 6
June 1940. Unbeknownst to Pepper, Churchill had done just that on 15 May;
see Cole, Roos~~eIt
and the Isolationists, 371.
29 . Neu York T i m , 5 June 1940.
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"those who had given away our old world-squandered it," Pepper,
with Marsh's help, formulated a seven-point plan that he introduced on 17June. In his remarks, he recalled when he and Mrs.
Pepper had sat near Hitler in September 1938, and if he had seen
"a man inconsiderate of all sentiment which stood in the way of the
realization of his purpose," it was the Fuhrer. Pepper advocated giving the president far-reachingwartime power for the preparedness
and defense of the country. His plan called for compulsory universal conscription and suspension of "all rules, regulations, and
statutes, including Army, Navy, and departmental seniority regulations which in [the president's] judgment interfere[d] with the
maximum speed in the production, transportation, or manufacture of defense materials." This included the power to suspend
the National Labor Relations Act and any other labor laws that
might hinder fast production. The current debt limitation could
be lifted, and materials and credit be given to the Allies.
Continuing, the senator advocated that the president and
Congress establish a budget and tax program sufficient to the
country's defense. The final point allowed for the arrest of aliens
who might jeopardize the defense of A ~ n e r i c a . ~ ~
Pepper conceded that some senators might contend he was
"stirring up the people" needlessly, but he claimed a recent speech
in Chicago proved differently. The Chicago Tribune, a strongly isolationist newspaper in a non-interventionist region, had warned
Pepper not to come to Chicago with his
However, thirty thousand people attended his speech and
applauded his remarks. The American people were ahead of
Congress, and the senator wrote in his diary that "the people are
speaking. I know I am right." The day after the introduction of
the seven-point plan, Roosevelt announced a proposal for "universal training for the youth of the Nation," and the senator noted

30. Ibid., 15, 18 June 1940; P m a l Diaq, 15, 17 June 1940; Senator Pepper of
Florida speaking on the Revenue Bill of 1940 and the House Resolution to
Provide for the Expenses of National Preparedness, H. Res. 10039, 76th
Cong., 3rd sess., Congnssirmal Roconf 86, pt. 8 (17June 1940): 838'7-90.
31. Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on the Revenue Bill of 1940 and the
House Resolution to Provide for the Expenses of National Preparedness,
8390. Robert McOorrnick's newspaper was noted for its anti-British and antiRussian stances, and for continually defaming F.D.R.; see Glen Jeansonne,
Women of thd Far-Right The Wonren's Movement and Wonld War 11 (Chicago,
1996), 87.
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this plan followed "my second point of yesterday. I had had no
consultation with him in any way but knew what had to come."3e
Others in Congress agreed that a conscription plan was necessary, since the strength of the U.S. Army and National Guard was
just slightly over 500,000 troops. On 20June 1940,Senator Edward
R. Burke of Nebraska introduced the first bill for a peacetime
draft; the next day, Representative James W. Wadsworth of New
York followed with one in the House. The Burke-Wadsworth resolution provided for conscription of men, ages twenty-one to thirtyfive. The bill, however, faced intense opposition from various
groups, including the American Civil Liberties Union, the War
Resisters League, the American Friends War Problems Committee,
the Fellowship of Reconciliation, Keep America Out of War
Congress and its Youth Committee Against War, the National
Council for the Prevention of War, and the Women's International
League for Peace and Freedom.33
Various newspapers in Florida openly disagreed with Pepper's
assessment of the war situation and America's potential role. The
senator discussed his defense plan over national radio on 23June
and spoke at events in Miami during the Fourth of July holiday.
Although pleased with the news coverage, he also recognized critical editorials and coverage. Henry Cavendish, writing for the
Miami Herald, contended that Pepper's speech was militant,
despite the applause that it warranted. The senator had pointed
out that the Atlantic Ocean no longer protected America from
attacks coming from Europe, and that the Japanese fleet was
32. Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on the Revenue Bill of 1940 and the
House Resolution to Provide for the Expenses of National Preparedness,
8390; Persunal Day, 17, 18June 1940; Evening Star, 19June 1940. In an article entitled "Idaho Veterans Offer Four for Senator Pepper," the American
Legion post in Bonneville, Idaho, telegraphed the Tallahassee Democrat and
offered to "swap the lot, two Senators and two Representatives for Senator
Claude Pepper. Bartered goods not returnable." This was in response to the
Chelan (Wash.) Lions Club's offer to trade one senator and two "assorted
Congressmen" for Pepper the previous week; see Evning Star 17, 19 June
1940.
33. Porter, SGllmlyskth Gmpss, 128-33; Carry Clifford and Samuel Spenser, First
Peucetime Drap (Lawrence, Kans., 1986), 126-35, 175. The America First
Committee was not fwmally established until after passage of the conscrip
tion bill in September. Chapters of America First were nearly nonexistent in
the South, and membership in the three state chapters of Lakeland, Miami,
and Sarasota were comprised primarily of vacationing northerners; see
Clifford and Spense, First Pewtime Dm& 137; Cde, "America First and the
South," 37,38.
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expanding too. Describing Hitler as "vicious, detestable and odious," Pepper had continued his warning by noting the 'Nazi
Hitlerian penetration into South American and reports of Nazi
activities locally in Dade County: "I've [heard of] stories that have
almost made my hair stand up . . . stories of midnight meetings . .
. of unveiling of pictures of Hitler." Another journalist thought
that the senator with his "fluent and endless" talking was a "bush
White House hunter," someone who unofficially sounded out p u b
lic opinion.34
After the Independence Day festivities, Pepper, as chairman of
the Florida delegation, traveled on to the Democratic Convention
in Chicago where Roosevelt was nominated for an unprecedented
third term. There, Pepper became involved in a heated argument
with Senator Wheeler over the proposed foreign policy plank calling for strict neutrality. When Pepper phoned the president,
F.D.R. insisted he would refuse the party's nomination if non-interventionists were successful. Working with Harry Hopkins, Senator
James Byrnes, and other Roosevelt supporters, Pepper compromised with Wheeler's group, adding a clause "except in case of
attack."35 Roosevelt and Harry Wallace accepted the party's nominations.
While the Democrats quibbled in Chicago, the war in Europe
continued. German bombs pounded airfields and ports in southern England while U-boats, now operating out of French ports,
sank 290,000 tons of British shipping in one month alone. Pepper
recognized the apathy of Congress and many Americans to the
possibility of Germany's readiness to attack Britain. Back in
Washington, the senator attacked popular aviator Charles
Lindbergh for justifying German aggression and recommending
U.S. appeasement of Hitler. His remarks calling Lindbergh the
"chief of the Fifth Column" received national attention. A week
later, the N m York Times and Washington Times-Herald featured the
column of news reporter Fulton Lewis, who claimed that Pepper
advocated F.D.R. as a dictator. During conversation at the
34. Claude Pepper, "A Discussion of the Seven Point Program of Defense
Presented to Congress on June 17, 1940," speech presented on the Red
Network of the National Broadcasting Company, 23 June 1940, Series 203B,
Box 11, Folder 32, Claude Pepper Papers; Pnsonal DM?, 5 July 1940; Miami
Herald, 5 July 1940; Paul Mallon, "Pepper Said F.D.R Stalking Horse," Miami
Daily News, 5 July 1940.
35. Miami Hercrld, 'IJuly 1940;Baq, 16JUlIy 1940; New York Times, 18July 1940.
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Democratic convention the previous month, Pepper had replied
to Wheeler's question regarding the war powers of the president,
supposedly stating support of a "temporary dictatorship." Now, in
response to Lewis's column and current remarks by Wheeler on
the Senate floor, Pepper denied making such a comment but
explained if Congress deemed the present situation as "imminent
to war," then it should confer full wartime powers to the president.
He continued by stating that, while he opposed a declaration of
war, he strongly supported aid to Britain. During further debate,
Wheeler claimed Pepper was on the 'inside" and that, if the White
House was not dictating his moves, it was certainly following his
suggestions. Pepper denied being an insider, but the next day, he
visited F.D.R. concerning sending destroyers to Britain and suggested that the president support a "two month volunteer period
re[garding the] draft bill at time of [the] destroyer matter so as to
emphasize that what is done to stop Hitler over there directly
serves us over here. . . . "36
Opposition to conscription and aid to the Allies was heating
up. A coalition of a few hundred right-wing women calling themselves the Congress of American Mothers gathered at the Capitol
in protest. One of the leaders, Rosa M. Farber, claimed that the
women represented ten thousand mothers from fifteen states. As
vice-president of Detroit's Mothers of the U.S.A., Farber was one of
thousands of women who protested against the draft and U.S.
involvement in European affairs. Mostly middle-class, middleaged, and Christian, these women were isolationists, possibly
because many had draft-age sons.37 Some were influenced by
radio priest Father Charles E. Coughlin and embraced anti-

36. Neu Ymk Times, 6,15 August 1940; Pmonal DMry, 15July, 4, 15 August 1940;
Senator Pepper of Florida speaking on the Senate Resolution on the Selective
Compulsory Military Service, S. Res. 4164,76th Cong., 3rd sess., Congressional
Record 86, pt. 9 (14 August 1940): 10318-22. According to one historian,
Pepper and Senator Scott Lucas of Illinois were asked by the White House to
denounce Lindbergh; see Cole, Roos~oeZtand the Isolationists, 460.
37. Washington Post, 21 August 1940, Statement of Mrs. Rosa M.Farber on S. 4164,
"Compulsory Military Training and Service," Committee on Military Affairs,
U.S. Senate, 76th Cong., 3rd sess. (Washington, D.C., 1940), 284; Laura M.
McEnaney, "Defending the Family Altar: Gender, Race and Family Politics in
the America First Movement, 1940-1945" (M.A. thesis, University of
Wisconsin, 1990), 66 n 3. In Women of thc Far Raglit, Jeansonne claimed that
the leaders were upper middleclass and mostly collegeeducated (2).
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Semitism. The women who came to Washington in the summer of
1940 were from groups such as the Silver Star Mothers of America
(Baltimore), the Mothers of Pennsylvania, the Roll Call of
American Women (Chicago),and the Paul Revere Sentinels (New
York City).%
Mary Decker, founder of the Detroit group, believed that
Hitler was not a threat as long as America had sufficient defense.
Besides, the war buildup had been planned long ago. "The plans
were made many years before Hitler came into power," she
claimed; "Representative Shafer of Michigan calls it the industrial
mobilization plan. The administration is behind it. Why, it even
started before the World War, to have one world government."
When she was told Roosevelt had not been in office then, she
replied, "Well, the advisors to this administration. The advisors
never change."39
Besides teswng, Farber along with Mary Decker led a 'death
watch" against the president's "politico-feudalistic system of compulsory training in peace time." Group members clothed in black
mourning veils sat in the Senate lobby for a week, while other
women disrupted speeches by Pepper and some interventionist
Gold Star Mothers. The vigil drew nationwide attention, and
Father Coughlin lauded it in his monthly SocialJwtice. In a newspaper interview with the "mourners," the women expressed fears
of a "one-world government" and conscription as "just
Communism in the guise of national defense." Some were unclear
on their facts, revealingly stating that "Conscription is against a section of the Constitution." When asked which section, Katherine
Sutter, president of the Flint, Michigan, chapter of Mothers of the
United States of America, replied, "'Well, anyway I know it's
unconstitutional. I think I heard Mrs. What's-her-name say it was

38. Jeansonne, Women of the Far Rtght, 33, 110; "Veiled Women Discuss Their
Capital 'Death Watch,'" Sunday Star, 25 August 1940. Right-wing anti-war
movements are exceptional in America, and the numbers of women as members and leaders were unparalleled. The movement started in California
upon declaration of war in September 1939, with the establishment of the
National Legion of Mothers of America. It grew to consist of fifty to one hundred independent groups on the West and East Coasts and in the Midwest.
The lack of surviving membenhip lists makes definitive numbers impossible,
but one historian estimated participation between five and six million
women; see Jeansonne, Women of the Far Rrght, 1.
39. "Veiled Women Discuss Their Capital 'Death Watch.'"
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the first section."" Also, these women were careful in *liating
with other groups, not wanting to be confused with pacifists. The
mothers became bolder.
Equating their displeasure with conscription with their dislike
of the senator, the Congress of American Mothers on 21 August
hung "Claude Benedict Arnold Peppern in effigy from a Capitol
Hill maple tree while Pepper sat on the Senate floor. When police
forced the group of more than one hundred women to cut down
the coconut and papier-m2chi dummy, they dragged it around the
Capitol, kicking and stomping on it. Afterwards they demanded
an audience with Pepper who briefly met with them and diplomatically replied that he was "trying to avert war, not come into it,
by training boys so in case of war they would be able to defend not
only this country, but themselves." Later, he penned in his diary
that the "militant, fascist" women had been denouncing him all
week and "maybe I have arrived as a prominent citizen now.""
A few days later, on the nationally broadcast radio program
American F m m of the Air, Pepper and attorney Colonel Henry
Breckenridge hotly debated Senators Gerald P. Nye of North
Dakota and John A. Danaher of Connecticut on the subject of
sending destroyers to England. Reaction to this debate along with
publicity about the effigy garnered Pepper considerable mail,
telegrams, and telephone calls. One woman who previously
approved of sending destroyers to Britain changed her mind after
the intense radio broadcast, accusing the senator of being a "warmonger" and saying she "wouldn't send over a leaky canoe." She
continued by claiming conscription was an "insult to all mothers.
40. Clifford and Spenser, First Peacetime Draft, 175; Jacksonville Journal, 2
September 1940; Jeansonne, Wonsen of the Far lbght, 34; "Veiled Women
Discuss Their 'Death Watch.'" Families who had lost a member in a war could
hang a gold star in their window signifjing that loss. Some of these mothers
supported intervention while others opposed intervention and war.
41. "Veiled Women Discuss Their 'Death Watch'"; Miami Herald, 22 August 1940;
Washington Post, 22 August 1940; Personal Diary, 21 August 1940. According to
an interview with the women, the idea of the effigy "sprang forth" the previous morning and was completed within three hours at a cost of $4.49; see
"Veiled Women Discuss Their 'Death Watch.'" Pepper had a meeting on 22
August with Paul Richmond who reported that the women were being advised
by Charles Leach, a close associate to Father Coughlin, along with other antiSemites and pro-Nazis known to the FBI; see Oscar Johnson to Claude
Pepper, 22 August 1940, Series 431A, Box 12, Folder 23, Claude Pepper
Papers. Also, arriving from a cruise, his wife Mildred, hearing of the effigy was
shocked but commented, "Maybe he's wrong, but he's certainly sincere"; see
Miami Herald, 23 August 1940.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss2/3

20

Denman: Senator Claude D. Pepper: Advocate of Aid to the Allies, 19390194

Congress of Mothers of the United States of America hanging Pepper in effigy on
Capitol lawn as a protest to military training and war. Associated A-ess Photo, 21
August 1940, courtesy of the Claude Pt#@er Libray, %da State University Libraries,

Tallahassee.

Pretty soon the administration will be begging for a higher birthrate to fill up the army in mimicry of ~itler.'"* Another woman
warned of the power of the women's vote against those in Congress
supporting the draft. Some writers claimed not to be communists
or members of the German-supportive Bund but sincerely
opposed U.S. involvement." One young woman asked why men
should give up $200 and $300-a-monthjobs for a $30-a-month military position. One war veteran accused Pepper of seeking a medal
42. Claude Pepper, "Shall the U.S. Make Available to England Some of its World
War Destroyers?" speech presented to the American Forum of the Air, 25
August 1940, Series 203B, Box 1, Folder 14; Ruby Davison to Claude Pepper,
23 August 1940, Series 431A, Box 11, Folder 11, both in Claude Pepper
Papers.
43. Anne MacDonald to Claude Pepper, 23 August 1940,23 August 1940, Series
431& Box 11, Folder 11, Claude Pepper Papers. The German-American
Bund was the largest pro-Nazi organization in the United States. Comprised
of many naturalized Americans who were German born, this group estab
lished militia forces (adolescent groups modeled after the Hitler Youth), boycotted Jewish merchants, held pro-Nazi rallies, and were extremely
anti-Semitic; see Jeansonne, Women of the Far Right, 30.
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from the English king; someone else sent an envelope addressed
to 'Senator 'God Save the King' Pepper." Still others asked why
the senator had not signed up for the draft (he was forty and too
old at this time).4 Additionally, some expressed anti3emitic opinions, with letters or envelopes addressed to "Jew Peppern or from
"Jew New York." One anonymous person sent a poem, titled
"Conscription:"
Defend your country! Don't refuse!
You have to save it for the jews.
. . . They'll keep the wheels of commerce oiled,
While saps like you will be despoiled. . . While every stinking, lousyjew
Will pile up profits as his due. . . ."
Not all the mail was negative, and many female writers who
identified themselves as mothers expressed disapproval of the effigy. One writer claimed the shrouded women were "Irish Huns
who wish to do all they can to Destroy England, so the Irish Huns
can start a Civil War in Ireland." Another supportive letter
announced a press release from the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People describing the effigy as "a portent
of the danger of rising mob violence in the United States" and that
the N.A.A.C.P. "unreservedly condemns this action even though
Senator Pepper joined with the minority in the Senate which has
filibustered federal anti-lynching legislation to death.''46
Reaction to the efigy and Pepper's position varied in his
home state of Florida. Many newspapers simply ran a captioned
photo of the effigy while others offered editorials or letters from
their readers. The Miami Herald, while admitting disagreement
with the senator on various issues, explained that "it has never
44. Unknown to Claude Pepper, 23 August 1940, Series 431A, Box 11, Folder 11,
Claude Pepper Papers; George Q. Flynn, The Draft: 19401973 (Lawrence,
Kans., 1993), 18,62. After much debate, the age range for draftees became
twenty-one to thirty-five when the bill passed in September 1940. Later, it
rose as demands for manpower increased. Pepper had been inducted when
he was eighteen in October 1918, but the signing of the armistice the following month prevented him from seeing action; see Pepper, Eyewitness, 21-22.
45. Unknown to Claude Pepper, n.d., Series 431A, Box 10, Folder 5, Claude
Pepper Papers.
46. Unknown to Claude Pepper, 24 August 1940,Box 11, Folder 12; Walter White
to Claude Pepper, 22 August, 1940, Series 431A, Box 11, Folder 12, both in
Claude Pepper Papers.
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questioned his honesty of purpose nor his patriotism" and characterized the women's action as "un-American." One writer to the
Herald thought that *Florida will erect monuments to his vision
and determination some day, if we still have the liberty to do so."
The CZeaTrnOnt A-ess reported the effigy proved that Pepper was a
national leader in protecting the country "against any eventuality."
Other papers harshly addressed the Congress of American
Mothers. The DeFuniak Spri'ngs Breeze stated: "Fie on you ladies, hie
you back to your kitchens and watch your ovens." One female letter writer to the Orlando Sentanel thought the effigy in poor taste
and supported conscription for girls to teach them "to be more
ladylike." The Wildwood Echo mentioned some displeasure with
Pepper but noted that he had not only "put Florida on the map"
but with increased status. In one city, editors of the two main
papers opposed each other. The JacksonvilleJournal called the senator the "champion of all-pro-British sympathizers" while the
JZmidu Times Union declared that the effigy was deplorable and
unwarranted." And the Port St.Joe Sentinel editors called for a naval
base for the protection of western ~ l o r i d a . ~ ~
While Florida Panhandle citizens pressed for military installations, the Daytona Beach Sun-Recmd reported their town's Chamber
of Commerce wanted Canadian fliers to train in the warm winter
climate of Florida, but U.S. neutrality laws prohibited the fliers
from entering the country. It is unclear how much the potential for
military buildup in Florida influenced the senator. In May 1940, it
had been announced that the Opa-Locka naval air base was to be
expanded by several thousand men with an anticipated annual payroll of $1 million. Additionally, the Navy planned on acquiring
additional land in Key West and establishing more extensive facili47.

Miami Herald, 23, 24 August 1940; Cleamumt Press* 29 August 1940; DeFuniak
Spnngs, n.d.; Orlando Sentinel, 25 August 1940; Wildwood Echo, 30 August 1940;
JacksonvilIeJounzal, 29 August 1940; i h i d u Times Union, 26 August 1940; Port
St. Joe Satinel, 29 August 1940, and other clippings in Series 205, Box 7,
Folder 11, Claude Pepper Papers. A Gallup poll showed Florida as fifth in the
nation in favor of conscription; see "The South Leads Again," FEoTidaAdvocate
(Wauchula), 3 0 August 1940. Repeatedly, the Miami Herald opposed Pepper
in editorials against intervention and aid; see 25 May, 6,9, 12June 1940. In
early 1940, there were only eight military installations in Florida: naval air stations in Jacksonville, Miami, Key West, and Pensacola, and army bases at
Tampa's MacDill Field, Orlando, Camp Blanding near Starke, plus a gunnery
school at Eglin Field in the Panhandle; see David Ramsey, "Military
Installations in Florida during World War 11," unpublished paper, n.d.,
Florida Room, State Library, Tallahassee, Ha., photocopy.
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ties at Jacksonville and Pensacola. In June, Pepper asked the president "for a committee to study new industry for the South as part
of the war effort," and Florida was expected to receive $20 million
towards expansion of naval air training. On 28 August, the senator
announced that Camp Blanding would become the nation's second
largest training camp for Army and National Guard troops.
Furthermore, millions of dollars were going towards other Army
and Navy installations. Although Pepper supported the construction of Army and Navy bases in Florida as a way towards resolving
the depressed economy, his main reasons for advocating Allied aid
appear based upon the need for the nation's preparedness, his loyalty and agreement with Roosevelt's views, and his strong feelings of
morality. In fact, on 3 August the president had sent Pepper a letter thanking him for his support.*
Reporting on the effigy, Time magazine noted that although
Pepper lacked approval from his colleagues, Roosevelt considered
him the only person "near fit to expound the Administration's foreign and defense policies." The sympathetic article described the
senator's "consuming conviction that Hitler was out to destroy U.S.
Democracy." Upon reading these obsemtions, the senator noted in
regard to being popular, "couldn't be and have done what I have. .
. . Care little about that [popularity]. Thisjob [is] too hard not to
get at least the satisfaction of doing what you think [is] right.""
He continued speaking for his beliefs in August and
September, particularly at events sponsored by the Committee to
Defend America by Aiding the Allies. 50 This group, formed in May
1940 by William Allen White and Clark Eichelberger, supported
intervention. After their legal experts and others close to Roosevelt
proclaimed the legal capability of the president to aid England
48. Daytona Beach Sun-Recurd, 30 August 1940; Miami Herald, 23, 25 May, 2 June
1940; Persmal DM?, 7June, 3 August 1940; St. Cloud Tribune, 29 August 1940;
Franklin Roosevelt to Claude Pepper, 3 August 1940, Series 401, Box 34,
Folder 6, Claude Pepper Papers.
49. Tim, 2 September 1940,1415; Personal Diav, 28 August 1940.
50. Flyer announcing Pepper's speech at the "Stand by Americawnon-partisan
mass meeting at Baltimore Polytechnic High School, IS September 1940,
Series 201, Box 29A, Folders 12; Asheoih Citizen, 30 August 1940, copy in
Series 201, Box 29A, Folder 13; Claude Pepper, "Excerpts," speech presented
to Democratic Organization of Southern Illinois, Danville, 15 September
1940, Series 203B, Box 14, Folder 7; idem, "Address by Senator Claude
Pepper," speech presented to the National Rally of Young Democratic Clubs,
Miami, Fla., 27 September 1940, Series 203B, Box 13, Folder 14, all in Claude
Pepper Papers.
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without Congressional approval, F.D.R. announced the sending of
fifty destroyers to Britain in exchange for bases in early September.
Congressional non-interventionists suffered another defeat when
the Burke-Wadsworth conscription bill passed into law as the
Selective Training and Service Act of 1940 on 16 S e ~ t e m b e r . ~ ~
During the fall, the senator campaigned for the RooseveltWallace ticket and saw the president reelected to a third term.
When Congress convened in early 1941, he continued strongly
supporting the Lend-Lease bill.52 Introduced on 10January 1941,
this bill gave the president extensive power towards aiding
Britain. The senator angrily condemned those in opposition, stating that "they [were] the enemies of a people's peace-these
appeasers who are not certain whether they fear Hitler or
Roosevelt more. . . ." During hearings before the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, Pepper sharply questioned non-interventionists, including Charles Lindbergh. Questionning Lindbergh
for two hours, the senator later noted that although the aviator
had a "frank appearance . . . he is cold as a cucumber; no moral
convictions and no moral indignation about wrong. He is no student of history or events and when pressed was entirely illogical
and inconsistent." The Senate Foreign Relations Committee
approved the House amended version in mid-February and sent it
to the floor. After an extemporaneous speech on the Senate floor,
Pepper received praise from numerous members, including VicePresident Wallace, and noted that "everyone knows how my heart
is in the subject."53
51. Cole, RoomeIt and the Isolationists, 367, 370-75; Philip Goodhart, F2Jy Ships
That Saved the World (New York, 1965); Clifford and Spenser, First Peacetime
&a), 2223.
52. Claude Pepper, "Shall the Appeasers Drag this Country into War?" speech
presented over the National Broadcasting Company, 22 January 1941, Series
203B, Box 2, Folder 5; idem, "Democlacy," speech presented on Columbia
Network, 25 January 1941, Series 203B, Box 4, Folder 2; idem, "How is Our
Democracy Most Threatened?" speech presented on the American Forum of
the Air, 26January 1941, Series 203B, Box 1, Folder 15; idem, "America's Last
Clear Chance," speech presented on Columbia Network, 20 February 1941,
Series 203B. BoxlA, Folder 17, all in Claude Pepper Papers. See Kimball,
Most Ummdid Act for extensive coverage of the bill.
53. Miami Daily News, 23 January 1941; PersonolDiay 1941, 6, 17 February 1941,
Series 439, Box 1, Folder 5, Claude Pepper Papers; Raymond Clapper, "The
Bugle Call Grows Louder," St. Pttnsburg Times, 21 February 1941. Charles
Lindbergh did not officially join the group America First until April 1941;
Wayne S. Cole, Charles A. Lindbergh and the Battle Against American Intervention
in Wmld War 1
1(New York, 1974), 115.
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Claude Pepper aims large caliber machine gun produced by United States factories during World War 11. Courtesy of the Claude Pepper Library, Fbnda State University
Libraries, Tallahassee.

Still, not everyone approved, as again Pepper was hounded by
some of the mothers. Virulently anti-communist publicist and
activist Elizabeth Dilling was arrested for creating a disturbance.
After being released, she proclaimed, 'Pepper is a coward. He's
just an old scaredycat and won't talk to us. How much is he getting to sell this republic
During debate on the pending
Lend-Lease bill, isolationist Senator Wheeler compared it to resolutions that Pepper had proposed the previous year, adding that
the only difference was that Pepper's resolutions were 'short of
war." He continued, "if any man in the Senate ought to have cred54. Jeansonne, Women ofthe Far Right, 78;"We Want Pepper," Washington Star, 18
February 1941, photograph; "Mrs.Dilling Lays Blame on Pepper for Senate
Disturbance," Tampa Morning Tribune, 19 February 1941. In 1932, Elizabeth
Dilling founded the Sentinels in Chicago, and the group spread to other
cities. No longer a member, Dilling was a prolific writer of right-wing, anticommunist, antiSemitic books. Tried for sedition in 1944, she escaped conviction because of a mistrial following the death of the judge; Jeansonne,
Women of the Far Right, 16, 78 155. Rosa Farber testified against the LendLease bill; New Y d T i m , 11 February 1941.
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it for the idea of this piece of legislation, it ought to be given to the
distinguished Senator from Florida [Mr. Pepper] ." Wheeler sarcastically concluded that "when the Senator from Florida in the
future rises and says such and such is the foreign policy, his statement should be accepted by the Senate. We ought to know that
although his policy might not be adopted immediately, it surely
would be adopted in a comparatively short time, because we
should know that when the Senator speaks he is either leading the
administration or else he has advance information as to what the
administmtion is thinking." 55
After spirited debate in both houses, the Senate passed the bill
two months later on 8 March 1941. No longer a minority advocate,
Pepper had an important but lesser role in the debate and passage
of this bill.
In later years Pepper proudly claimed that his resolutions of
May 1940 were the origins of the Lend-Lease bill. A willing advocate at a time when public opinion often differed and his senatorial colleagues discounted and ridiculed him, he was often seen as
only a point man for the Roosevelt administration. In his memoirs
he admitted to a close relationship with F.D.R as they were "ideological soulmates" and he had ''virtually unlimited" access to the
president. Sometimes, Roosevelt dangled political favors in front
of the senator, and although Pepper's actions were extremely help
ful to F.D.R, he probably did more than would have been expected. In 1940 alone, Pepper gave more congressional and public
speeches and radio addresses on the need for preparedness and
aid than any other Senate member. For a junior senator from a
southern state, it is remarkable that his positions on the issues
became known throughout the nation. Pepper had less to lose in
advocating aid, as he was not up for reelection until 1944.
Although some of the major newspapers in Florida disagreed with
him, he seemed to have little concern about negative opinion. In
fact, it appears that even if his constituents had wholeheartedly disagreed with him, the senator would have continued regardless.
While Florida stood to gain from all the military installations, manufacturing plants, and shipyards that preparedness would bring,
Pepper seemed more concerned about defense than economics.
55. Senator Wheeler of Montana speaking on House Resolution for Promotion of
National Defense, H.R. Res. 1776, 77th Gong., 1st sess., Congmssional Recurd
87, pt. 2 (7 March 1941): 1967,1969.
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And even though one historian claimed that Pepper had his eyes
on the Presidency, his rhetoric bordered on the strident too much
for winning future votes.56 Thus, Pepper had multiple reasons for
being a proponent, yet his diaries and speeches reveal what appear
to be sincere convictions. His 1938 trip to Europe where he witnessed the appeasement of Hitler and the buildup of Nazi power
clearly affected him. Realizing the threat that Hitler presented, he
soon spoke out on this menace, increasingly becoming more insistent in his warnings.
Unfortunately, historians have tended to ignore or minimize
Pepper's foresight, and he has not been given credit for the incep
tion of the Lend-Lease bill. Those who do mention any of his
actions or downplay them often see him as simply a front man for
Roosevelt, or an insignificant maverick. Yet, Claude Pepper's
actions and words helped focus the country's attention on critical
issues in a time of crisis and assisted in obtaining aid for the Allies
and preparing the United States.
After the attack on Pearl Harbor, some immediately recognized Pepper's foresight. Harold Young, assistant to Vice
President Harry Wallace, wrote that 'Senator Pepper should now
come into his own as the first United States Senator who fully realized and awoke the country to its danger."57 After sixty plus years,
it is time to give the senator his due.

56. Pepper, Eyewitness to a Century, 60, 96, 81; Stoesen, "Senatorial Career of
Claude Pepper,"295.
5'7. Harold Young to Herman L. Feldman, 11 December 1941, Harry k Wallace
Papers as Vice-President, 1941-1945, General Correspondence, Box 56,
Folder: Pepper, Franklin D. Roosevelt Libra~y.
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